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 Many family business companies in Thailand have problems with succession from 
one generation to the next. An ancient Chinese wisdom says that “wealth cannot go beyond 
the third generation”. How far is this true for family business in modern society of Thailand? 
The purpose of this thesis is to explore the concept of Chinese family business in Thailand 
particularly its role and significance in contributing to business success even beyond the 
third generation which can be adapted in Thailand’s companies. The thesis focuses on one 
successful Chinese family business in Thailand, the Central Group Company, as its case 
study. To obtain a more qualitative data, an in-depth interview with 30 employees and 
participant observation methods are used.  The interview aims to find out the opinions of 
employees in this company with regards to Chinese family business concepts such as face, 
favor, nepotism, familism, and seniority and how these contribute to the company’s success. 
They all agreed that family culture including hierarchy and seniority system, traditional 
Chinese attitude and beliefs make the company success. These findings reinforce the idea 
that many factors of Chinese family business can be adapted in Thailand’s companies for 
greater development and brighter future of Thailand’s economy.  
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Chapter I Introduction and Overview 
 
1.1 Introductory Remarks 
 
 Family business is said to be the originating form of any business activity, 
dominating the economic landscape of most major economies in the world (N.A., 2007). 
According to the World Competitiveness Report provided by the Lausanne Management 
Center, 80% of the enterprises around the world are more or less considered family 
enterprises. In developing countries, almost all of the private enterprises are family-owned. 
Family firms contribute a lot to GDP of Southeast Asian nations and the region, and market 
capitalization owned by the top five family enterprises in Thailand and Hongkong makes up 
for 26% of the total GDP (Jean Lee & Hong Li, 2009). Family business becomes the engine 
that drives socio-economic development and wealth creation around the world (Panikkos Z., 
Kosmas X. & Sabine B., 2006). 
 In recent decades, Chinese family business in Southeast Asia has similarly 
undergone significant transformation. Chinese family business has emerged as one of the 
most important economic forces in many Southeast Asian countries. Thailand is a country 
that has an awareness of the important and dominance of it.  According to Yeung (2004), 
Chinese family firms dominate the market capitalization of Southeast Asian nations: 
Thailand (90%), Singapore (81%), Indonesia (73%), Malaysia (68%), and the Philippines 
(50%). Bertrand, Johnson et al., 2004 provided an insight into the sociological aspect of 
business conglomerates in Thailand. An enquiry into family trees and business groups 
reveals that group heads and their brothers hold the majority of family positions. The family-
owned type business group has constantly served as the core economic agent for industrial 
and financial development in Thailand. 
 Chinese family business strongly emphasizes the cultural value of familism and the 
importance of glorifying the family-name. They habitually develop strong relationship with 
their family and networks. This notion also explains why most of the overseas Chinese 
businesses are family-oriented. In addition, Chinese cultural values are often seen as 
important success factors in determining and shaping Chinese business organizational and 

















so significant that it distinguishes Chinese managerial practices from Western practices 
(Redding 1982, p. 98-114). These distinct Chinese cultural values have created the 
distinguishing characteristics between Chinese managerial system and others (Limlingan, 
1986). In particular, it is a common thought that family will always come first among 
Chinese people.  
 The unique characteristics of Chinese family business culture include highly-
centralized decision making, exhibiting nepotism and family ownership control, 
demonstrating a paternalistic style of leadership with strong emphasis on group behavior, 
prioritizing personal relation (guanxi) before doing business, trying to get trust from others, 
giving a favor (renqing), hoping to get it back in the time of emergency, and building 
business network, called “Bamboo network”. All of these are distinctive characters that 
differentiate Chinese from others. 
  This thesis is an exploratory study that focuses on management of Chinese family 
business. The purposes of the thesis are twofold; to describe the prominent characteristics 
of Chinese family business and to explore key success factors of its business through 
interviewed data from the Central Group Company in Thailand, the leading retail family-
owned conglomerate in the country. The Central Group Company, owned by Chirathivat 
Chinese family, is among one of very few family businesses that can pass over to the third 
generation of family, and is the first department stores in Thailand. Therefore, this thesis will 
indicate a pathway of success among Chinese family business in Thailand, reasons why 
they typically chose to run businesses with only their family or community, as well as 
provide the case study of one of the most successful Chinese family businesses in 
Thailand, in order to highlight value of Chinese culture as a critical success factor of 
businesses in Thailand. 
 
1.1.1 Objectives of the Study 
 
 Nowadays, the existing research on Chinese family business in Southeast Asia has 
been limited to the largest firms and pays little attention to small and medium-sized 
enterprises (SMEs). Hence, this research is of significance to the case study of one large-

















Company”. The research explores the history and operations management of the company 
in order to find out the key success factors of the Chinese family business. Although the 
company samples are in the fourth generation of the family business already, it still 
achieves the success, and is in the front line of the retail industry in Thailand. How can the 
company which still keeps the “family culture” pass over the third generation? The findings 
have resulted from the survey of the Central Group Company employees‟ opinions together 
with the background information of the company. With regards to the strong points of the 
Chinese family business culture, I tend to believe that if some of the Chinese family 
business culture was adapted to the Thai enterprises, the economy of Thailand would be 
absolutely effective and developed.    
This research study has several objectives which include the following: 
1) It aims to outline the issues of the concept, contribution and challenges of the family 
business. 
2) It aims to examine the value system of Chinese family business that has affected the 
way of Thai business perspectives. 
3) It aims to explore the structure of the families behind theses business clusters that 
affect the groups' organization. 
4) It aims to provide an overview of the specific characteristics and the current situation 
of the Chinese family business in Thailand. 
5) It aims to identify the basic elements of tasked-based factors influencing the 
effectiveness and success of the Chinese family business through the case study of 
retail industry in Thailand. 
 
1.1.2 Research Methodology 
 
 Basically, the research method that I have used for this study can be divided into two 
categories: documents and interviews. In order to obtain richer and more in-depth 
information, a qualitative approach would be applied to this study. 
  Interview questions (See Appendix B) have the following objectives: 
1.) To know their viewpoints on the family business  

















3.) To know the relationship between the employer and employee in the family business 
4.) To find out the characteristics of the Chinese family business and satisfaction of the 
employees   
5.) To find out which factors make the family business successful 
6.) To find out the influence of the Chinese culture that effects on the Chinese descendants 
and the Chinese company in Thailand 
 This study involves 30 employees from the Central Retail Company. They are a 
representation from the biggest subsidiary of the Central Group. The interviewer sample 
consists of: 10 men (33.3%) and 20 women (66.7%), and 22 from a Chinese lineage 
(73.3%) and 8 people from a non-Chinese lineage (26.7%). The distributions of their ages 
are included in the following: 20-25 years old, six people, (20.0%), 26-30 years old, eleven 
people, (36.7%), 31-35 years old, six people, (20.0%), 36-40 years old, three people, 
(10.0%) and over 40 years old, four people, (13.3%). In the Central Retail Company, the 
position level is divided into 7 categories: Low Rank (consisting of Housekeepers, Security 
Guards, Drivers, Messengers, and so on), Trainee, Staff, Department Managers (DM), 
Division Managers (DIV), General Managers, (GM) and Vice Presidents (VP). The sample 
yields one (3.3%) to be in the Low Rank position, one person (3.3%) to be in the Trainee 
position, five people (16.7%) to be in the Staff position, eleven people (36.7%) to be in the 
Department Manager position, seven (23.3%) to be in the Division Manager position, three 
people, (10.0%) to be in the General Manager position and two people (6.7%) to be in the 
Vice President position. The amount of years that the samples have worked in the company 
for 0-2 years, seven people (23.3%), 3-5 years, sixteen people (53.4%), 6-10 years, three 
people (10.0%) and more than 10 years, four people (13.3%). The family business 
ownership was used to determine the sample‟s background knowledge of the “family 
business”, fifteen people, 50.0% owned part of the family business, while the other fifteen 





















Table 1: Profiles of Employees Sample 
 
Age of Employees Number (percent) 
 
Lineage of Employees Number (percent) 
20-25 6 (20.0) 
 
Chinese 22 (73.3) 
26-30 11 (36.7) 
 
Non-Chinese  8 (26.6) 
31-35 6 (20.0) 
   36-40 3 (10.0) 
 
Gender of Employees Number (percent) 
40 Up 4 (13.3) 
 
Male 10 (33.3) 
   
Female 20 (66.7) 
Positions of Employees Number (percent) Working Year of Employees Number (percent) 
Low Rank 1 (3.3) 0-2 7 (23.3) 
Trainee 1 (3.3) 3-5 16 (53.4) 
Staff 5 (16.7) 6-10 3 (10.0) 
Department Manager (DM.) 11 (36.7) 10 Up 4 (13.3) 
Division Manager (DIV.) 7 (23.3)   
General Manager (GM.) 3 (10.0) Family Business Own Number (percent) 
Vice President (VP.) 2 (6.7) Have 15 (50.0) 
  
Do not have 15 (50.0) 
(See Appendices D - I for graphs) 
 
1.1.3 Definitions of Key Words  
 
1.) Kongsi（公司）system is used in modern Chinese language as a commercial company 
that draws on a deeper spirit of cooperation and consideration of mutual welfare. In the 
Chinese spirit, derived from the majority of the Confucian ideals, these Kongsi members or 
their descendants prefer not to boast so much about their wealth but to take pride in 
earning worldly and financial success through their work ethic and the combined efforts of 
many individuals devoted to the group welfare.1 
                                                        
1“Kongsi.” Wikipedia: The Free Encyclopedia. Wiki Foundation, n.d.                                                                       

















2.) The Central Group Company means that all of the five members of the Central‟s 
subsidiaries as follow: the Central Pattana (CPN), the Central Retail Corporation (CRC), 
Central Restaurants (Fast Food) Group (CRG), Centara Hotels & Resorts Group and 
Central Marketing Group (CMG). 
3.) The Chinese descendants are often defined as all of the Chinese offspring in Thailand, 
even if they are not born in China or had migrated from China. However, they have Chinese 
blood and their ancestors migrated from China. 
 
1.2 A Review of Literature 
 
 Over 90 percent of the Ethnic Chinese worldwide are concentrated in East and 
Southeast Asia. Their economic strength has grown phenomenally since 1970s and formed 
a formidable force in the region (Yen Ching-hwang, 2002, p. 22). In particular, the drastic 
economic growth of Southeast Asian countries (such as Malaysia, Thailand, and the 
Philippines) and the overrepresentation of Chinese business there have generated 
substantial public and academic interest (Gomez, Hsiao & Xiao, 2003). In the term of 
Ethnic Chinese has gained growing popularity among scholars. There have been many 
analyses of the dynamics of the Ethnic Chinese business in Southeast Asia. Historical, 
cultural, social, structural and strategic perspectives are useful for our understanding of the 
important phenomenon (Leo S., 1997), and can help us both to gauge the importance of 
Ethnic Chinese business and to predict its future role in the region.  
 The existing literature tends to take the Chinese community in Southeast Asia as a 
homogeneous group and ignores the significant cleavages that have prevented them from 
acting as a collective unit (Gomez, Hsiao & Xiao, 2003). Most of these studies have 
provided understanding of the unique characteristics of Ethnic Chinese businesses in 
Southeast Asia (Yeung & Olds, 2000), such as family ownership and close family ties, the 
prominence of networks and the cultural Confucian ethnic in business organization and 
management. Their explanations are the following: 
 Firstly, the family ownership and close family ties are the main characteristics of 
Ethnic Chinese business in Southeast Asia. A large number of small and medium-sized 
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